A Look Back in Time

Te Kenosha Theatre Building, 5919 Sixth Avenue, reflects the 'City's cultural, social...history" and 'embodies the
distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type or specimen..." in accordance with Standards 1 and 3 of Section
15.04 of the City's Zoning Ordinance. The Kenosha Theatre Building was originally designated a Kenosha Historic Site in
1983. It was re-evaluated and awarded individual historic designation on August 19, 1996.

Te Kenosha Theatre is a three-story building designed in the exotic Spanish Colonial Revival Theatre style by the theatre
architectural firm of United Studios, Inc.

Most of the building sits behind the facade and
consists of large walls of tan bricks. ‘The main
elevation consists of a theatre section and an
apartment section. ‘The theatre section is almost
totally faced with decorative terra cotta that
features Spanish Colonial Revival details
including a curvilinear gable, arcaded round
arches filled in with foliated panels, foliated
Corinthian pilasters, shields, and decorative
spandrels. Projecting from the gable are bell
towers that feature terra cotta domes, arched
openings, and terra cotta cornices. ‘The

brickworKk_of these towers is rusticated to

suggest stonework, The original theatre
entrance on the first story has been enclosed with modern metal panels, but originally consisted of glass windows, decorative

transoms, and Spanish Colonial decoration.

Te apartment section of the main elevation is more simply decorated. ‘The roof is accented with a tiled parapet, a small
curvilinear terra cotta gable, a tall and narrow round-arched opening over the apartment entrance, and period storefronts
that feature large show windows, enclosed transoms, and recessed entrances. ‘The apartment entrance is also decorated with a
terra cotta frontispiece consisting of a round-arched portal, a plain entablature, and rope moldings. The windows in the upper

floors of the building are largely single-light casements or double-hung sashes.

In August of 1927, the Kenosha Theatre opened as Kenosha's largest and most elaborate movie palace. Decorated in the
exotic Spanish Colonial Revival and atmospheric theatre styles, the Kenosha Theatre was an instant showplace in
downtown Kenosha. The Kenosha Theatre operated until 1963, when suburban multi-screen theatres began to take away the
movie business from large, downtown theatres. After being used as a warehouse, the building was partially restored and

returned to its use as a theatre and apartment building in the late 1980s.



Por to the early twentieth century, theatres were called 'opera houses' and featured traveling musical and dramatic
companies along with local stage productions. Kenosha had two major opera houses, the Kimball and the old or first
Rhode Opera House. Both offered programs given by traveling companies, along with vaudeville entertainment. Right after
the turn of the twentieth century, the first movies were shown in nicKelodeons, named because often the admission was five
cents. NicKelodeons showed one to three reel silent movies along with musical entertainment. LiKe most large communities

during this period, Kenosha had numerous short-lived nicKelodeons and early silent theatres.

@uring the 1920s, the showing of movies became more elaborate. ‘The movies, themselves, were longer, and were often
accompanied by vaudeville acts. Larger theatres called 'movie palaces’ were constructed during this era, and most
larger communities had one or more 'movies palaces' located in their downtowns. These movie palaces featured elaborately, and
often exotically, decorated interiors with large auditoriums, big stages, and fine organs and organists who provided musical
accompaniment to the silent pictures. In movie palaces, people not only saw a movie, but an elaborate, 'show,” where the movie
was only part of the entertainment. The movie palaces were meant to transport people briefly into a fantasy world, and soon,
movie palaces dominated the theatre trade in most communities. Smaller theatres generally existed only in small towns and in

the neighborhoods of larger cities.

l n 1922, the Orpheum was the first movie palace erected in Kenosha, and liKe many movie palaces, it was hidden behind a
very simple commercial building. In 1927, the Kenosha Theatre was completed, becoming the second movie palace in the
downtown. In that same year, the old Rhode Opera House was replaced with a movie palace Known as the Gateway Theatre,

maKing it the third movie palace in Kenosha's downtown.

Te Kenosha Theatre is architecturally significant because it is a fine and decorative example of the Spanish Colonial
Revival architectural style and because it is one of the few movie palaces with an elaborate exterior design. The most
outstanding architectural feature of the building is the terra cotta details that express the Spanish motif of the building. The
twin bell towers are also a fine architectural detail and add distinctiveness to the building. Although the theatre entrance has
not been restored, the remainder of the building has a high level of architectural and historical integrity, and its current use as a

theatre and apartment building reflects its historic function.

g enerally, movie palaces were designed in three styles, the French Renaissance Revival style, the exotic style, and the
atmospheric style. The French style was an elaborately decorative style that featured classical details, large decorative
chandeliers and light fixtures, heavy velvet drapes and curtains, and fancy wallpapers. The exotic style was generally based on
Spanish or Moorish architecture and exotic theatres featured auditoriums that reflected Spanish courtyards or Moorish houses.
The atmospheric style featured elaborately painted walls that portrayed landscapes and ceilings that suggested the sKy during
the day and)/or at night. Atmospheric ceilings usually had moving clouds and twinkling stars and these effects were often
combined with an exotic motif. Sometimes the interior style of the theatre was shown on the exterior, but more often, the
exteriors were purposely designed to be plain, giving people the illusion of entering a fantasy world from the plain, everyday
outside of the building.

( l Tie Kenosha Theatre auditorium was designed to suggest a Spanish courtyard and the lobby areas of the building were
decorated with wrought iron balustrades, intricate Spanish style carved panels, Spanish-influenced furniture and light
fixtures that all helped create the illusion of this exotic motif. The auditorium also included an atmospheric effect in the



landscape paintings on the walls and in the ceiling with its twinkling lights in authentic constellation patterns and moving
‘clouds." ‘The result was a combination of exotic and atmospheric movie palace interior design that created the most elaborate

theatre in the City.

Te Kenosha Theatre is also historically significant because it represents the growth and development of one of the most
important elements of twentieth century mass popular culture, the motion picture. ‘The Kenosha Theatre was not the
first movie palace in the City, but it was the largest and most decorative, and it reflected the growth and development of the
local movie industry, from small nickelodeons, to large movie palaces. The movies have had a profound effect on American
culture, and going to the movies was an important ritual in American towns and cities that still exists today. Because Kenosha
saw the development of three movie palaces during the 1920s, it is apparent that this form of mass popular culture was
particularly important in the City, maKing the Kenosha movie palaces historically significant and important historical

landmarKs.

ﬂ walk or drive through Kenosha's downtown will afford the viewer a variety of fine historic buildings offering many
different architectural styles. ‘The Kenosha Theatre Building is one of these fine historic buildings and is located on the
southern end of downtown. It is one of the many historic buildings you will want to Keep on your list of 'must see” historic

properties in Kenosha.



